      
BEIJING OLYMPIC COMMITTEE
NEEDS TO LEARN WESTERN PR
by Rene A. Henry
       BEIJING, China, Sept. 1 -- Only recently and because of the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing has the Chinese government lifted travel and interview restrictions on Western media.  Before, Western journalists could not travel freely in many areas of the country without clearance from the government and had to be cleared with special visas before anyone was allowed to talk with them and be interviewed.
       Public relations also is a new game in China and especially for the Beijing Organizing Committee for the Olympic Games.  Beijing has been under attack regarding the environment and also China’s human rights policy.
       
When I met with Sun Weide, BOCOG’s chief spokesman and deputy director of the media and communications department, I asked him specifically about what crisis management and communications plans had been put in place and it was difficult getting the answers I wanted. 
       Western-style PR has to be very new for Chinese practitioners but the Olympic organizers need to get into high gear very quickly.  I saw similar situations with East German and former Soviet bloc media when the Berlin Wall came crashing down.  They need a quick immersion course to fully understand how things are done with a free press.
The sponsors are under attack from human rights advocates and all have issued statements about what they are doing in many other areas, but steering clear of stepping on policy of a sovereign nation where they want to do business.  I would hope that Sun Weide is having regular teleconferences with the sponsors and they are communicating and developing their own programs.  This is a most difficult subject and I don’t know if there really are any answers.
       However, Beijing does have a great story to tell when it comes to what they are doing environmentally.  China has been cites as one of the most polluting countries. It is coal rich and bringing on line a new coal-burning electric generating plant every four days.  The Three Gorges Dam project, the largest engineering project in the world, is nearing completion and when finished, it will provide 10 percent of the nation’s energy.  The country also is planning to harness rivers in south China for even more hydro electric power.
       I have seen photovoltaic panels and solar collectors on roofs of many buildings.  A wind power facility is being built north of Beijing on the edge of the Gobi Desert .  The government is enacting tougher automobile emission standards and planting trees everywhere.
       Athletes in the Olympic Village will use water that is solar heated.  New stadiums have become rainwater collectors with the water being stored in underground tanks, filtered, and used to clean the stadiums and water the surrounding landscaping.
       The Beijing Olympic Committee has a good story to tell.  If they have a crisis plan, which I was told they do, they need to implement it now with an aggressive, proactive campaign.  Beijing is incorporating into the design and construction of some of its new venues what the U.S. and other countries should be doing when new stadiums are built.
       The BOCOG PR staff should go back and research the air quality in Mexico City (1968) and Los Angeles (1984) during the days the Olympic Games were held in those cities and compare the air quality with the same days this year in Beijing and what is projected for 2008.  The committee should cite how the athletes performed setting Olympic and world records in many events.
       Following the stupid blunder by President Jimmy Carter in forcing the U.S. Olympic team to boycott Moscow in 1980, the Soviets undertook a campaign to get the 1984 Games moved from Los Angeles because of smog and air quality.
       The campaign died in August 1983.  Los Angeles tested all of its new venues with international events and hosted the FINA World Cup in swimming.  On one of the more smoggier days in Los Angeles, in the very first event held in the new swimming pool on the campus of the University of Southern California, Vladimir Salnikov, then one of the greatest swimmers in the world, swam to a new world record.
       During the press conference following the event, a reporter asked him about the smog.  Salnikov replied, “If this is smog, give me more!  That ended the Soviets campaign.
       I see similar political analogies against BOCOG by adversaries.  The positive story needs to be told and done so aggressively.
       The committee has other good stories to tell about safety and security for the athletes, coaches, and tourists, as well as what is being done to insure food safety in the Olympic Village.
       BOCOG also would be wise to bring in a team of U.S. PR professionals and have them based in their headquarters and media center until the end of the Games in August 2008.  This team could provide daily advice and counsel, be a liaison for Western media and help the media staff understand basic PR protocol.
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